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(54) SemMnterruptible messages for telephone systems making voice announcements 



(57) A call answering system or device for a tele- 
phone network provides a mechanism for an outbound 
message (typically a greeting in a call answering sce- 
nario) to be identified as semi-interruptible. An attempt 
to skip over a semi-interruptible message activates a 
warning message to alert the caller of the special status 
of the message. The caller may then choose to resume 
listening to the original message, or confirm their deci- 
sion to skip it 
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Description 

Field of the Invention 

This invention relates generally to systems or 
devices which play voice announcements (messages) 
to persons over a telephone network and in particular, 
to automatic call answering applications, systems, and 
devices, wherein a caller hears a message pre- 
recorded by the called party, and responds by recording 
their own message. Such systems may be controlled by 
DTMF signalling, proprietary signaling, or by voice com- 
mand and a. voice recognition mechanism. 

Background of the Invention 

Automatic systems and devices which answer tele- 
phones and provide pre-recorded or automatically gen- 
erated information to callers have become very 
common. Generally, these systems provide the caller 
with one or more informational messages, which the 
caller then bases some future action upon. Some sys- 
tems also initiate the call, and it is the called party that 
is provided the pre-recorded or automatically generated 
information. 

Typical examples of such systems are: voice 
menus, which provide callers with a set of choices, from 
which the caller then selects the most appropriate 
choice; and automatic call answering, which plays a 
pre-recorded message from the called party, and then 
allows the calling party to record a message. 

All of the above systems are well known. Northern 
Telecom manufacturers a number of systems which will 
answer an inbound call, provide the caller with outbound 
messages, and then allow the caller to take further 
action (e.g. Meridian IVR, Flashtalk automated attend- 
ant for Norstar, and Meridian Mail's automated attend- 
ant and voice services); most of these systems, also are 
capable of initiating calls and providing the called party 
with information. Northern Telecom also manufactures a 
variety of systems and devices to provide call answer- 
ing, ranging from those designed to answer a single pri- 
vate line (e.g. Nortel 9516 digital answering machine) to 
those designed for a key system (e.g. Flashtalk for Nor- 
star) to those designed for a PBX or even a central 
office (e.g. Meridian Mail). 

These systems generally allow callers to take 
actions while the outbound instructions or messages 
are being played, before they have been heard in their 
entirety by the calling party. This is an important func- 
tion of such systems as it facilitates interaction with the 
system by frequent users, who. having heard the out- 
bound message once, do not need or desire to hear it 
again. 

However, a problem occurs when the calling party 
takes such an action prior to the completion of the play- 
ing of the outbound message, when the outbound mes- 
sage has changed since the caller last heard it such that 



the calling party would, if they heard the message in its 
entirety, take a different action. In general, this results in " 
the calling party missing valuable information, or taking 
inappropriate action, or missing the opportunity to take 

5 an action that would save them time and or money. 

Within the domain of call answering systems or 
devices, this problem can result in callers missing an 
important part of the greeting and leaving a message 
anyway. For example, they may not hear that the called 

10 party is out of the office for the next 6 months, wont be 
retrieving messages until then, and that they should 
contact a third party instead. The impact of this missed 
greeting varies with the call, but in some business envi- 
ronments such miscommunications may lead to signifi- 

is cant expenses or lost revenues. 

This problem is typically addressed, if at all, in one 
of the following ways: the outbound message is made 
uninterruptible, forcing all callers to hear.it in its entirety; 
the outbound message is prefixed with an uninterrupti- 

20 ble warning that the message has changed or the out- 
bound message is prefixed with an interruptible warning 
that the message has changed. 

Each of these typical solutions to this problem 
cause other problems. 

25 When the outbound message is completely uninter- 
ruptible, repeat callers are forced to spend their time 
. and possibly toll charges, and the system itself forced to 
spend its resources, playing a message which has 
already been heard. 

30 When an uninterruptible prefix is added to a mes- 
sage, first-time callers are forced to spend their time and 
possibly additional toll charges listening to a warning 
prefix that they don't even need, and repeat callers are 
still forced to waste time and possibly money on - listen-' 

35 ing to the warning they have already heard, and the sys- 
tem itself must waste resource playing the warning to 
both types of callers. 

When an interruptible prefix is added to a message, 
first-time callers are forced to spend their time and pos- 

40 sibly additional toll charges listening to a warning prefix 
that they dont even need, and the system must spend 
its resources playing it, and repeat callers may miss the 
warning completely in their haste to skip on to the 
response. 

Summary of the Invention 

The object of the present invention is to improve on 
the existing art, by allowing the user (called or calling 

so party) to interrupt playback of an outgoing message to 
bypass it, but with a post-interruption warning to users 
that they have skipped a special or changed message, 
and a mechanism whereby the user can then choose to 
return to listening to the message, or now fully knowing 

55 the special or changed status of the message, confirm 
their decision to bypass it. We describe this feature as a 
"semi-interruptible message". 

Within a typical call answering application, it would 
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work as follows: 

a) caller is routed to call answering system or 
device; 

b) caller starts to hear outgoing message (greeting) 5 
of called party; 

c) caller activates function to skip over message; 

d) caller hears warning that special greeting is in 
place 

e) caller then may choose to resume or restart play- io 
back of greeting, or, if the caller is for whatever rea- 
son not concerned about the special greeting (e.g.. 
they have already heard it, or their message is of no 
urgency), they can confirm their desire to skip over 
the special greeting and proceed to recording their is 
message. 

f) the feature has no impact on the current art of call 
answering mechanisms UNLESS the caller 
attempts to activate the function to skip over the 
message. 20 

Note that the user's choice to resume playback of 
an interrupted message may result in a resumption of 
playback of the message at the point of interruption, or 
a restart of playback of the interrupted message from its 2s 
beginning. The appropriate point of resumption 
depends on the specific application and, possibly, the 
actual or expected length of the outgoing message. In 
some cases, it may even be appropriate to offer the user 
the choice of resuming or restarting playback of the so 
interrupted message. 

The advantages of this mechanism are as follows: 
users who don't try to skip or interrupt the message are 
not impacted at all, saving both user's time and system 
resources; users who do try to skip or interrupt the mes- 35 
sage are then and only then warned that they may have 
missed something important, and are then given a 
chance to ignore the warning (and indeed, skip it if they 
have heard it before), or resume playback of the original 
message. In summary, this invention reduces the iikeli- 40 
hood of users missing information, yet with little or no 
wastage of user time or system resources. 

In a further aspect of the invention the semi-inter- 
ruptible nature of a message is provided with an auto- 
matic, time-dependent cancellation feature. This allows 45 
for "new", semi-interruptible messages to automatically 
change status to a typical interruptible message as the 
information becomes dated and it is expected that all 
likely callers have by that time heard the information. 

In a further aspect of the invention a semi-interrupt- so 
ible message is provided with an automatic, time- 
dependent cancellation feature, which replaces the 
semi-interruptible message with another message. This 
allows for a message having a limited lifespan to auto- 
matically be replaced with a different message. In the 55 
call answering application, this would allow automatic 
replacement of a greeting indicating an absence with 
the "normal" greeting at the date or time when that 



absence is scheduled to end. 

In a further aspect of the invention the semi-inter- 
ruptible message mechanism is modified to permit 
some interruptions to occur without any warning; for 
example, when an attempted action would be deemed 
to be independent of the contents of the message being 
interrupted. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

The invention will now be described in greater 
detail. The attached drawings provide a visual descrip- 
tion of the flow of the interaction between caller and sys- 
tem or device making use of this invention: 

FIGURE 1 is a flow diagram of the interaction 
between system/device and the caller during the 
playing of a "semi-interruptible message" of a gen- 
eral nature. 

FIGURE 2 is a flow diagram of the interaction 
between system/device and the caller specifically 
during a typical call answering session in Meridian 
Mail's embodiment of the invention. 

Detailed Description of the Invention „ 

This feature is applicable to any system or device 
which: 

a) provides over a telephone network a person with 
a recorded message (greeting) that may or may not 
be of special importance; and/or 

b) wishes to provide the person with a mechanism 
for skipping that message, yet providing that person 
some warning that the message may be of special 
importance 

The following description describes the implemen- 
tation of this feature in Northern Telecom's Meridian 
Mail voice messaging system, it should be obvious to 
anyone skilled in the art how other applications making 
use of voice announcements could incorporate the 
"semi-interruptible" message feature. 

To activate a "semi-interruptible" greeting, the mail- 
box owner logs in to their mailbox as they do today 
(Meridian Mail is not significantly different from other 
products in this aspect). They then enter the command 
to change greetings (8-2), and then select the Tempo- 
rary- greeting (3). They then record the Temporary" 
greeting, and may choose to play it back for .verification, 
or re-record it if desired. 

Once recorded, the subscriber can, at their option, 
immediately or at any time when in the temporary greet- 
ing is in force, request an automatic deletion/expiry for 
the "temporary" greeting (9). They can enter a date and 
time for that deletion/expiry by way of a DTMF signal 
input via the key pad, for example. 

Upon exiting from the Temporary" greeting 
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(through selection of another function or by disconnect- 
ing), the Temporary" greeting is put into place and is 
heard by callers until it is deleted automatically by the 
system on the pre-determined date or manually by the 
subscriber when appropriate. 5 

The Temporary" greeting is disabled only via its 
deletion, under the assumption that each temporary 
greeting would be recorded for and useful for only the 
unique occasion which it represents. 

Once the Temporary" greeting is deleted, either to 
manually or automatically, callers to the mailbox sub- 
scriber would hear the standard greeting for the mail- 
box. Within the Meridian Mail product, standard 
greetings can be specified for both internal and external 
callers; both of the standard greetings are replaced by is 
the Temporary" greeting when it exists. 

To further reduce the impact of the semi-interrupti- 
ble interaction on system resources and callers, and to 
facilitate the subscriber remembering when they have a 
temporary greeting in place, they receive an audible 20 
reminder or prompt each time they log into the mailbox 
when they have a temporary greeting in force. If the 
temporary greeting has been configured to automati- 
cally be deleted, the reminder is omitted. 

Callers to the system will only notice that it is a Tern- 25 
porary greeting if they attempt to bypass it by, for exam- 
ple, activating the skip forward function in the key pad 
(other bypassing functions are the recording function 
and the stop playback of greeting function). The call 
answering service then plays a prompt to the user that 30 
"This is a special greeting. To play it again, press 2. To 
record a message now, press #.". If the calling party 
elects to replay the message, any subsequent attempts 
to interrupt will not generate warnings. This action is 
based on the assumption that, having been given the 35 
warning once, there is no need to repeat it 

Meridian Mail also allows the caller to enter certain 
commands without any special status announcement or 
interruption. These commands include those which do 
not lead to eventual message recording. Examples of 40 
these are: login to the caller's own mailbox; through-dial 
to another individual; or, in fact, any other case in which 
the caller demonstrates no intention of recording a voice 
message. This action is based on the assumption that a 
caller not intending to leave a message in the mailbox 45 
they have reached need not hear about any special sta- 
tus of that mailbox 

Meridian Mail assigns the confirmation commands 
to the same keys that the original prompt interruption 
commands were. This allows the user to merely repeat so 
the depression of the key, facilitating the interaction for 
the user who knows that they want to skip the message. 

While certain specific embodiments of the invention 
have been illustrated and described it will be apparent 
to one skilled in the art that numerous alternatives or 55 
variations can be made to the basic inventive concept It 
is to be understood that any such changes will fall within 
the scope of the invention as defined by the appended 



claims. 
Claims 

1. A telephone-based system having announcement 
means to provide a user with audible information 
and warning means, responsive to an attempt by 
said user to bypass an outbound message, to . 
advise said user that said outbound message has a 
semi-interruptible status or special status. 

2. A telephone-based system as defined in claim 1 ' 
wherein said warning means advises said user of 
the semi-interruptible status of said outbound mes- 
sage by a pre-recorded audible message. 

3. A telephone-based system as defined in claim 1, 
wherein said system comprises a telephone device 
having recording means for providing a caller to 
said device with a pre-recorded audible message 
announcing the status of the outbound message. 

4. A telephone-based system as defined in any one of 
claims 1 to 3, wherein said pre-recorded audible . 
message provides said user with options respect- 
ing the handling of the outbound message. 

5. A telephone-based system as defined in daim 4, 
wherein said options include one of: allowing said 
user to immediately record an inbound message; : 
allowing said user to return to the beginning of said < 
outbound message; and allowing said user to con- 
tinue with the outbound message from the point of 
interruption. 

6. A telephone-based system as defined in any pre- 
ceding claim, having adjustable time and/or date 
setting means whereby the audible pre-recorded 
message is deleted from the system at a predeter- 
mined time. 

7. A telephone-based system as defined in claim 6. 
wherein the pre-recorded message is replaced with 
a second pre-recorded message at a predeter- 
mined time. 

8. In a telephone-based system having means to 
record an inbound message and means to provide ? 
an outbound message, a method of warning a call- 
ing party that the outbound message has a semi- 
interruptible status, the method comprising the 
steps of: 

detecting that an incoming call has been inter- 
cepted by the means to provide an outbound 
message; 

monitoring the progression of the outbound 
message for an attempt by the calling party to 



4 



7 



EP0845 895A2 



bypass the outbound message; 
on detection of an attempt to bypass, providing 
a warning message that the outbound mes- 
sage has special status; and 
including with the warning message options for s 
further processing of the outbound message. 

9. The method as defined in claim 8, wherein the 
options include one of: having the outbound mes- 
sage replayed from the beginning; having the out- io 
bound message continue from the point of 
interruption; and allowing the caller to proceed with 
recordal of an inbound message. 

1 0. The method as defined in claim 8 or claim 9, includ- 
ing the step of attaching a time dependent cancella- 
tion algorithm to the warning message whereby the 
warning message is automatically cancelled at a 
predetermined time. 

11. The method as defined in claim 10, wherein the 
warning message is replaced with a second mes- 
sage at a predetermined time. 

12. In a telephone device having call interception 
means to cause said device to go off-hook after a 
pre-set number of rings; messaging means to pro- 
vide an outbound greeting to a calling party and; 
recording means to record an inbound message 
from said calling party, a method of providing said 
calling party with a warning that the outbound mes- 
sage has a semi-interruptible status, the method 
comprising the steps of: 

monitoring the progress of the outbound greet- 3S 
ing; 

in response to an attempt by the calling party to 
bypass the outbound greeting, providing the 
calling party with an audible warning that the 
outbound greeting contains important informa- 40 
tion; and 

providing the calling party with a list of the 
options which are available for processing the 
outbound message. 

' .45 

13. The method as defined in claim 12, wherein the 
available options include one of: replaying the out- 
bound greeting from the beginning; continuing with 
the outbound greeting from the point of interruption; 
and skipping the outbound greeting and begin so 
recording an inbound message. 
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CALLED PARTY GREETING 
STARTS TO PLAY; FOR EXAMPLE- 
"HELLO, YOU HAVE-..." 



CALLER PRESSES # 
TO "SKIP TO END OF/ 
GREETING" 



SYSTEM PROVIDES WARNING: 
"THIS IS A SPECIAL GREETING. 
TO PLAY IT AGAIN, PRESS 2. 
TO RECORD A MESSAGE NOW, 
PRESS # 



N.B. IF CALLER DOES NOT 
INTERRUPT, THE GREETING 
PLAYS UNTIL COMPLETION. 



CALLER PRESSES 0 TO 
SPEAK TO A HUMAN, 
L 8I TO LOG IN, 83 TO 
DISCONNECT, ETC. 



SYSTEM TAKES 
APPROPRIATE 
ACTION WITHOUT 
WARNING. 
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2 TO CHOOSE TO J 
REPLAY GREET- 
ING, OR MAKES 
NO CHOICE. 
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IS PROVIDED. 
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